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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

L Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally enabling the consumer to service multiple 
magazine subscriptions previously purchased through different publishers and sources and, more 
5 particularly, to a method and a system of automatically organizing subscriptions and subscription 
information by household. 

2, Description of the Related Art 

The magazine industry is old (200 years and counting), diversified and large. The 
m industry will generate roughly $25 billion in sales this year from the sale of advertising, single 
W copies on the newsstand and subscription sales. This year, Americans will purchase over 
J ™ 300,000,000 subscriptions and spend $8 billion to buy them. Using the broadest of measures, 
in there are over 3,000 magazines published, although only about 600 are tracked by trade 
p organizations such as the Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC). 

O The industry is diffuse in other ways too, such as the ways it sells and services 

tl subscriptions. Subscription services are typically outsourced to third party subscription 

providers who warehouse subscriber (i.e., consumer) names; manufacture mailing labels; print, 
mail and process renewal notices and bills; and provide consumer service. 

Similarly, publishers often outsource subscription marketing. Today 60% of all 
new subscriptions are provided by third party marketers known in the trade as subscription 
20 agents or "agents". Typically, the agent is allowed only to sell the initial subscription and is 

required to "turn over" the consumer to the publisher for renewal. It is also the trade practice to 
require the seller to handle related consumer care. Thus, were a consumer to Time Magazine, 
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who bought her subscription through Publisher Clearing House (PCH), to direct a service 
complaint to the publisher - Time, Inc. (Time), Time would likely refuse service to that 
individual and instead refer that consumer back to the subscription provider. While the remedy 
appears draconian, the rationale is grounded in logic. Time does not share subscription data with 

5 PCH; does not have a system link to PCH; and PCH, for its part, returns the courtesy and shares 
only essential subscription data. 

This is not the only area where the magazine industry under-serves the consumer* 
Magazines will mail 7, 10, even 15 renewal notices and place phone calls starting only weeks 
after someone subscribed and not ending until months after the subscription was cut to badger 
i§3 consumers into renewing. They will also send multiple dunning notices to pester consumers to 
pay for the renewal bought on credit. The refusal to service consumers and the oppressive 

^ renewal and billing process results in an enormous inconvenience for consumers in managing 

I « their portfolio of magazines. 

p On average, each American household enjoys three subscriptions to Time, Sports 

ld| Illustrated, National Geographic or to any one of hundreds of other well-known magazine 
O brands. But like any product, consumption follows a bellshaped curve. Only 20% of American 
homes subscribe to no magazines, but over 10 million subscribe to 7 or more. When we multiply 
all the foregoing renewal notices and bills by the average number of subscriptions, the average 
American home receives over 30 reminders annually from publishers. Heavy readers can receive 
20 more than 100! 

The renewal and billing process creates more confusion for the consumer. It has a 
significant effect on their magazine experience. Renewals and bills are mailed at such a furious 
pace that consumer responses and publisher solicitations will cross in the mail even if consumers 



-2- 



respond the first day they get a renewal notice. It is not unusual for a consumer to discover that 
he paid for a subscription years into the future. What if consumers wanted to reduce their 
subscriptions or correct an overpayment? They would have a difficult time fixing it. Call the 
publisher? Publishers publish everything but their phone number. Call the publishers 1 

5 outsourced service bureaus? Only if you bought the subscription directly from the publisher. If 
the consumer purchased one of the tens of millions of subscriptions that are bought each year 
from a subscription agent, the service bureau would refuse to serve the consumer. 

The "system", as it exists today, is oppressive and confusing for the consumer. 
The return rate in the publishing industry is abysmally high - a tribute not to the quality of their 

Kft products but the malignance of their marketing proposition. The "system" is also much more 

•*3 costly than it needs to be. On a net renewal subscription basis, publishers spend roughly 30% of 

ii y 

y what they collect on retention promotions. That is many, many times higher than for credit 
*L; cards, cable television, home delivered newspapers, or online services. 
n The Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) serves as the magazine industry 

|I "referee", counting the magazine sales that count toward a publisher's rate base. A publisher's 
p advertising revenue is based on its rate base. A sale or renewal qualifies to be counted toward a 
publisher's rate base if the dollar amount committed from the consumer exceeds half of the 
publisher's established price known as the basic rate. Thus, for every sale above the half basic 
rate, a publisher benefits as that subscription is counted towards the rate base. 
20 Purchases above the half basic rate can also benefit the consumer. As established 

by ABC, dollars committed by a consumer in excess of the half basic rate in a qualifying 
multiple-subscription purchase can be applied to one or more additional subscriptions at no extra 
cost. For example, if a consumer pays full basic rate for two subscriptions (£&., $30 each or $60 
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total), then the consumer is entitled to an additional subscription having a half basic rate equal to 
that of the paid subscription to a maximum of amount paid in excess of the collective half basic 
rate (e.g. , $30). Thus amount in excess of the half basic rate is applied to meeting the half basic 
rate of the additional subscription. Because ABC views a multiple subscription purchase or 
5 renewal as a single event, when a consumer purchases multiple subscriptions, the amount in 
excess of the half basic rate for each subscription may be aggregated and applied to one or more 
additional subscriptions. In the magazine industry vernacular, such additional, subscriptions 
available at no extra cost are known as "add-ons". 

While add-ons provide some level of an incentive for consumers to purchase 
ftp subscriptions, add-ons are not broadly available. Because a consumer purchases and renews 
m subscriptions through many different sources, the consumer is often unable to accumulate in a 
■M single event enough dollars in excess of the half basic rate to qualify for an add-on. Additionally, 
JLJ consumers typically do not know they are entitled to add-ons and, therefore, do not press for 
^ them. Consequently, a need also exists for an improved method and system for providing 
|J consumers with the incentive to purchase and renew subscriptions. 

il SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention satisfies the foregoing needs. In one embodiment of the 
present invention, magazine subscription information is collected from one or more fulfillment 
houses. The collected subscription information is organized or associated together by household. 

20 In another embodiment, the organized subscription information is made available to a consumer 
of a particular household so that the consumer may make changes to all subscription information 
associated with the household. In yet another embodiment, the consumer associates a credit card 
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or other account with the household subscription information, and the account is charged for the 
household subscriptions. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
The following drawings illustrate certain preferred embodiments of the present 
invention and constitute part of the specification* 

Figure 1 is an overall schematic of one embodiment of the present invention. 
Figure 2 is a schematic of the central agent of one embodiment of the present 

invention. 

Figures 3a-3d illustrate the household database, subscription database, add-on 
database, and magazine database of one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 4a-4c is a flow chart of the overall operation of one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

Figure 5 is a flow chart illustrating the function of householding of one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 6a-6b is a flow chart illustrating the function of providing add-on 
subscriptions according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 7 is a flow chart illustrating the process of billing a consumer according to 
one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 8 is a schematic of a central agent according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

One embodiment of the present invention is designed to end all this consumer 
confusion and publisher expense by replacing the existing cobbled-together network at hundreds 



of insourced and outsourced service providers (each with unique rules and standards) with a 
universal system that is marked by ease of use, a superior consumer experience, greater cost 
effectiveness and a singular service standard. According to one embodiment of the present 
invention, consumers will go to a database accessible through a website, and look up their entire 

5 current subscription portfolio and relevant subscription data including expiration date and 

amount paid. They will also be able to convert their entire portfolio to a single credit card, and 
have their card billed, one magazine at a time, on an expire-appropriate basis. And they can 
solve the most common customer service problems themselves: change their address (once - for 
all magazines); cancel; add new subscriptions; give magazines as gifts and even write a letter to 

IB the editor. In essence, the present invention can serve as a "magazine manager" for all 

!:H subscriptions in a household. 

fy 

J J In addition to the added convenience, reduced confusion and the elimination of 

^ the "crossed-in-the-mail" problem, consumers would be attracted to because of various other 
q incentives apparent from the following description. 

O Certain embodiments of the present invention will now be described with 

O reference to the figures. A schematic of one system 1 00 according to one embodiment of the 
present invention is shown in Fig.l. In general, the system 100 includes a central agent 1 10 
coupled to a plurality of fulfillment houses 120 and a plurality of consumers 130. In the present 
embodiment, the central agent 1 10 is coupled to the Internet (worldwide web) over which 
20 communication is made with the consumers 130. More specifically, the central agent 1 10 

provides a web site through which it offers to the consumers 130 the various services described 
herein. Thus, each consumer 130 has a consumer interface device, such as a personal computer, 
set-top box, portable device, or the like to access the web. 
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Each of a plurality of fulfillment houses 120 is also coupled to the central agent 
110, In the present embodiment, these connections are made via a network, such as a File 
Transfer Protocol (FTP) wide area network (WAN). In an alternate embodiment, however, the 
connection with each fulfillment house may be over any of a number of communication paths 
5 including over the Internet, via a public switched telephone network and the like. 

As will be described in detail below, the central agent 1 10 receives "vertically" 
stored subscription information from the fulfillment houses 120, filters and reorganizes the 
subscription information "horizontally", across all magazines by household, effectuates the 
billing and fulfillment of consumers' subscriptions and interacts with the consumers 130 to 
|§ provide consumer services (e.g., to answer queries and update consumer records). In general, the 
iQ central agent 1 10 provides database management services, which includes filtering subscription 
O information and reorganizing the subscription information horizontally by household, transaction 
ji' services, which include effectuating the billing and fulfillment of individual subscriptions, and 
j ]~ s consumer services, which includes answering inquiries and updating subscription and consumer 
|| information. 

p A more detailed schematic of the central agent 110 will now be described with 

reference to Fig. 2. In general, the central agent 110 comprises a three tier or layered structure. 
The first layer is a logical presentation layer, which provides the graphical user interface (GUI) 
of the web site through which each consumer interfaces with the central agent 110. The second 

20 layer is the application layer, which provides support logic for the GUI and establishes the 
business rules that dictate the operation of the system. The third layer is the database 
management layer, which interacts with the application layer to retrieve, modify, and store 
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information. In addition to these three layers, the central agent 110 also includes an optimizing 
search server 260 and a management console 270. 

Other optional components of the central agent 1 10 include a load balancing 
server 210 and a switch 215. The load balancing server 210 distributes web hits over the 
5 architecture of the central agent 1 10 via the switch 215. In other words, the load balancing 
server 210 monitors the architecture to determine what components are relatively busy and 
directs traffic away from those components. 

The central agent 1 10 also includes a presentation server farm 220. The 
presentation server farm 220 contains the servers that provide the functionality associated with 
1$ the first and second layers of the architecture namely, the logically presentation layer and the 
application layer. Specifically, the presentation server farm 220 includes logical presentation 

i: Li 

1 3 servers 222 that are programmed to provide the GUI resident on the web page accessed by the 
In consumers 130. Also part of the presentation server farm 220 are the application servers 224. 
* The application servers 224 provide the support and logic for the GUI created by the logical 
§§> presentation servers 222. As noted above, the application servers 224 also and provide the 
I2 m business rules that govern the operation of the central agent 110. Such operation will be 

discussed in detail below with references to Figures 4-7. 

In one embodiment of the invention, the presentation server farm 220 also 

includes hot swap servers 226, 228 for both the logical presentation servers 222 and application 
20 servers 224, respectively. Such hot swap servers provide redundancy and allow for continued 

availability in the event of a component failure. 

Related to the presentation server farm 220 is the presentation staging server 230. 

The presentation staging server 230 provides temporary functionality of the presentation server 



-8- 



farm 220 during the period the presentation server farm 220 (and/or the software residing on the 
servers) is being upgraded. The presentation staging server 230 allows the migration of the 
logical presentation and application layers software. 

The architecture of the central agent 110 also includes a database server farm 240, 
5 which provides the functionality for the database maintenance layer. Specifically, the database 
server farm 240 includes household database 242, subscription database 244, add-on database 
246, and a magazine database 248. In the present embodiment, a separate server accesses each 
database, although in an alternate embodiment, a single server may access more than one 
database. Like the presentation server farm 220, the database server farm 240 includes a series 
II of hot swap and staging servers 250, 252, 254, 256, one for each of the databases, 
sfl As described in detail below, the household database 242 organizes subscriptions 

J2 horizontally , by household; the subscription database 244 contains magazine subscription 

information; the add-on database 246 temporarily stores add-on subscription information; and 
L the magazine database 248 stores magazine information defining each possible subscription. 
II The fields of each database and the purpose of each will be discussed in greater detail below, 
p The central agent 1 10 also includes an optional search server 260 and 

corresponding hot swap server 262. The search server 260 is coupled to the database server farm 
240 to optimize the search capability of the central agent 1 10. More specifically, the 
presentation server farm 220 controls the search server 260, which in turn, locally stores 
20 information from the databases 242, 244, 246, 248, as needed and performs the necessary 
searches of information. Like the other hot swap servers, the search hot swap server 262 
provides redundancy should the search server 260 fail. 
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The central agent 1 10 also includes a management console 270 for monitoring the 
architecture. The management console 270, which in the present embodiment takes the form of 
one or more NT workstations, monitors architecture performance, web traffic component loads, 
and overall network load. The management console 270 also performs the function of failure 
5 detection and switching to a hot swap or staging server. 

The central agent 110 also includes three gateways or links: a business to business 
and database maintenance gateway 280, a fulfillment and merchant processing gateway 282, and 
a business administration and customer service gateway 284. As will become apparent to those 
skilled in the art based upon the following description, these gateways are communication links 
If) to other devices. 

V The business to business and database maintenance gateway 280 is a link to the 

M fulfillment houses 120. In the present embodiment, this gateway 280 is in the form of a file 
;J~ transfer protocol (FTP) wide area network (WAN), although in alternate embodiments it may 

take the form of any network or other communication link, such as a public switched telephone 
J3> network and modem. In the simplest embodiment, the business to business and database 
P maintenance gateway 280 is not an electronic communication link, but rather a terminal through 
which the gathered necessary information is manually entered. As described below, a business 
to business and database gateway 280 provides communication with the fulfillment houses 120 
for the purposes of receiving subscription information from the fulfillment houses 120 and 
20 transmitting a service information to the fulfillment houses 120. 

The fulfillment and merchant processing gateway 282 is also coupled to the 
database server farm 240. This gateway 282 provides communication to an enterprise server 
286. More specifically, a central agent 110 communicates via the fulfillment and merchant 
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processing gateway 282 with the enterprise server 286 for the purpose of fulfilling orders and 
effectuating billing. It is to be understood that the enterprise server 286 is not limited to any 
particular server, but rather may take the form of any commercially available server. 

The central agent 110 also includes the business administration and customer 

5 service gateway 284. Coupled to the presentation server farm 220, this gateway 284 provides a 
link to the customer service and data management group of the central agent 1 10. More 
specifically, the business administration and customer service gateway 284 is linked to customer 
service employees who receive customer inquiries, either by way of the website, e-mail, or 
telephone and have access to the website and consumer accounts via the business administration 

l;Q and service gateway 284 and presentation server farm 220. In the one embodiment, the 

%3 consumer service employees have terminals coupled in the form of password protected web- 

P based access. 

} y Having described the overall architecture of the central agent 1 1 0, the details of 

y i ■ 

;L each database will now be described in greater detail with reference to Figures 3a-3d. It is to be 
11 understood that the following descriptions of the databases is merely representative of one 
□ logical arrangement of the information contained therein. Accordingly, as used herein, to say 
that information is organized in a particular manner does not necessitate a particular physical 
arrangement but neither a particular logical association. Alternate embodiments of the present 
invention include different arrangements of information. For example, the same information 
20 may be contained in fewer or more databases. It is also to be understood that the information 
shown as being contained in any particular field is illustrative; for example, the information 
shown as being contained within the consumer field of the household database 242 may actually 
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be comprised of several more specific fields, (e.g., first name, surname, street address, 
apartment number, city, state, zip code, etc.). 

Turning first to Figure 3a, the three-level structure of the household database 242 
is shown. The first level in the household database 242 is the household identifier (ID). As 
described in detail below, the household identifier, as the name implies, is a random number that 
identifies each household. Each household ID corresponds to one or more credit card numbers- 
the second level of the household database 242. Each credit card number, in turn, corresponds to 
one or more consumers, shown as the third level of the database 242. 

Thus, to summarize the household database 242, the household identified by 
household ID 0000 0001 has two credit card numbers on file. The first credit card number, 1234 
5678 9012 3456, corresponds to two consumers-Sandra Smith and Dick Smith. As shown by 
the same address in the consumer field, both consumers are indeed part of the same household. 

The subscription database 244 is shown in Figure 3b. In general, the subscription 
database 244 contains the subscription information received from the fulfillment houses 120. 
More specifically, each subscription is assigned a subscription number. The subscription 
information includes consumer name, consumer address, magazine ID, current amount charged 
for the subscription, future amount charged for the subscription, expiration date of the 
subscription, channel of sale of the subscription, and the origination date of the subscription. 
The purpose of these fields will be described below. In the present embodiment, all of the 
subscription information is obtained from the fulfillment houses 120 via the business to business 
and database maintenance gateway 280. 

Each record in the subscription database 244 also includes a household ID field 
and a link field. The value in the household ID field indicates that the subscription in a certain 
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record has been assigned to the specified household, and the link field indicates whether or not a 
consumer has linked a particular subscription to her account. 

The add-on database 246 will now be described with reference to Fig. 3c. Each 
record in the add-on database 246 stores subscription information corresponding to a single 
5 awarded add-on subscription identified by an add-on number. As such, the add-on database 246 
includes the following fields: consumer name, consumer address, magazine ID and expiration 
date. 

The magazine database 248 will now be described with reference to Figure 3d. 

The magazine database 248 is best described as a three level database. The first level of the 
|Q database includes publisher and fulfillment house information because there is a one-to-one 
C- correspondence between publisher and fulfillment house for a particular subscription, the two 

fields are included in the same level. Magazine identifying information, namely magazine ID 

HI H 

"1: and magazine title, are included in the second level. As shown, more than one magazine ID and 

y i 

magazine title correspond to each publisher and fulfillment house. Because there is a one-to-one 
|| correspondence between magazine ID and magazine title, both fields are included together in the 
p second level. Finally, the magazine term (e.g., in months) and the half basic rate of the magazine 
are included in the third level. To summarize the magazine information in the magazine 
database 248, each publisher utilizes a specific fulfillment house to fill orders for one or more 
magazine titles. Each magazine title corresponds to a unique magazine ID, which in turn 
20 corresponds to a term and half basic rate. 

As can be seen from Figs. 3a-d, the four databases are interrelated. Thus, by way 
of example, household 000 0001 includes Sandra Smith and Dick Smith. As identified in the 
Subscription Database 244, the household (by way of Sandra Smith) includes subscriptions 0000 
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0001 and FFFF FFFF. These subscriptions correspond to magazine ID's TIM 247 and SPI 126. 
These magazine ID's, in turn, correspond to particular entries in the Magazine Database 248. 
Additionally, add-on subscription 0000 0001 also corresponds to household 0000 0001. The 
details of the interrelation of these databases in described below. 
5 Having described the components of the present embodiment, the operation of the 

system 100 will now be described with reference to Figures 4a-4b, 5, 6a-6b, and 7, and 
continuing reference to Figures 1, 2 and 3a-3b. Turning first to Figures 4a and 4b, the overall 
operation of the system 100 will now be described. As an initial step, the central agent 1 10 
receives the vertically stored subscription data from the fulfillment houses (step 410). More 
10 specifically, the central agent 1 10 receives the subscription data from the fulfillment houses via 
^ the business to business and database maintenance gateway 282. Once subscription data is 

::"s s 
:( Si? 

: J received, the central agent 1 10 reorganizes the data "horizontally", by household (step 415). 
T m Having received and reorganized the subscription data, the central agent 1 10 is 

13 ready to interact with the consumers 130. Once a consumer 1 30 logs on to the website, the 
15 consumer 130 enters, and the central agent 1 10 receives, the consumer's credit card number (step 
£3 420), name, and address (step 425). It is to be appreciated that the consumer's credit card 
number is not used until later in the process; however, receiving the number as part of the 
consumer's initial interaction with the website associates a certain level of legitimacy with the 
consumer, 

20 Having received the consumer information, the central agent 1 1 0 proceeds to 

determine and report to the consumer a list of subscriptions matched to the consumer's 
household (step 430). In order to report to the consumer 130 subscriptions that match her 
household, the search server 260 (or database server farm 240) compares the received consumer 
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information to the consumer information in each record of the household database 242. Once the 
central agent 110 locates a record with matching consumer information, it notes the household 
ID and proceeds to locate each record in the subscription database having that same household 
ID. These records in the subscription database 244 are those corresponding to the consumer's 
household. 

In the present embodiment, the central agent 110 segregates the matched 
subscriptions into 2 groups: likely matches and possible matches. The likely matches have a 
greater likelihood of corresponding to the consumer's household because the received consumer 
information (i.e., credit card number, name and address) more closely matches the corresponding 
subscription data searched. For example, likely matches are those instances where the apartment 
number, in addition to other consumer information, matches. 

To ensure that all relevant subscriptions are accounted for, the presentation server 
form 220 presents an inquiry to the consumer requesting information on additional subscriptions 
that were not found as a result of the search and requesting additional consumer information that 
may be used to search for additional subscriptions (step 435). If applicable, the central agent 1 10 
performs an additional search based on the received consumer information and reports any 
additional subscriptions to the consumer 130. 

Once the consumer 130 is presented with all subscriptions possibly corresponding 
to the consumer's household, the consumer 130 selects which subscriptions correspond to her 
household (step 440). Moreover, the consumer 130 selects the subscriptions she wishes to link 
to the credit card number. If a consumer or household has more than one credit card number 
associated therewith, a central agent 110 requests that the consumer 130 select one credit card 
number to which the subscriptions will be linked and the appropriate charges applied. Thus, the 
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central agent 110 receives the consumer's subscription links and updates the databases (step 
445). More specifically, for each subscription that is linked to the credit card, the central agent 
1 10 updates the linked field in the subscription database 244 to reflect that the subscription has 
been linked. Additionally, the central agent 110 updates the household ID field in each record of 
the subscription database 244 corresponding to a subscription identified as corresponding to the 
consumer's household. 

As described to the consumer 130 on the website, in the present embodiment, the 
agreement to link a subscription equates to an agreement to renew the subscription. 
Accordingly, as described with reference to Figure 7, the consumer 130 will be billed 
automatically upon the normal expiration of the subscription. Furthermore, in the present 
embodiment, each consumer 130 will be automatically billed upon each successive expiration of 
each linked subscription until the consumer 130 affirmatively cancels the subscription. Such 
continuous service is described more fully in applicant's co-pending Patent Application Number 
08/762,007, herein incorporated by reference. 

Because each link equates to a promise to renew a subscription, the consumer 130 
is in essence renewing several subscriptions at the same time. Consequently, the central agent 
1 10 is able to calculate and transmit to the consumer 130 possible add-on subscription options 
(step 450). The steps of calculating and transmitting potential add-ons is described in greater 
detail with reference to Figures 6a-b. 

After the potential add-ons are transmitted to the consumer 130, the consumer 130 
enters her choices, which are received by the central agent 110 (step 455). 

As is explained to the consumer 130, the selected add-ons will be linked to the 
consumer's household. The consumer 130 will receive the add-ons free until a specified 
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expiration date, at which time the consumer will have cancelled the subscription or been 
automatically billed for the subscription. Like other linked subscriptions, the non-cancelled add- 
ons will also revert to the continuous service model descried above. 

/ Once the consumer 130 has linked subscriptions and selected any available add- 
5 ons, the central agent 1 1 0 extracts transaction information from the databases (step 465). More 
specifically, the database server farm 240 extracts information concerning linked subscriptions 
and transmits it via the fulfillment and merchant processing gateway 282 to the enterprise server 
286. This transaction information is used for both the fulfillment and billing of subscriptions. 

Specifically, the central agent 1 10 effectuates fulfillment of the subscriptions by 
!i transmitting notices to the fulfillment houses 120 to supply magazines and to stop the mailing of 
if* renewal notices and bills (step 470). Additionally, the central agent 1 10 effectuates billing based 
m on the required amounts and expiration dates for the linked subscriptions (step 475). The step of 
|n billing consumers is described in greater detail with reference to Figure 7. 
C3 Finally, once the consumer 130 has been billed for the linked subscriptions, the 

IS central agent 110 remits payment to the publisher (step 480). 

H It is to be understood that the foregoing steps described in the general operation of 

the system 100 need not be performed in the particular order described. For example, it is to be 
understood that the initial steps of receiving subscription data and reorganizing it occurs 
periodically, for example once every month. The interaction between the central agent 110 and 

20 the consumer 130, on the other hand, happens much more frequently, essentially every time a 
consumer 130 accesses the website. Furthermore, the steps of extracting transaction information 
and effectuating fulfillment, billing and publisher remit occur periodically, for example, once 
every month or once everyday. 
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Furthermore, each individual step described need not be performed in the exact 
order shown. For example, the consumer information may be received in any order, and the 
consumer may select which subscriptions correspond to her household prior to being asked for 
other household subscriptions. 

In other alternate embodiments, subscription information is organized at different 
times in the overall process. For example, in one embodiment, the subscription information is 
organized by household in real-time, when the consumer 130 access the website. In such an 
embodiment, the consumer 130 enters the consumer information and then the central agent 110 
queries the fulfillment houses 120 for subscription information corresponding to the received 
consumer information. In yet another embodiment, the central agent 1 1 0 receives from the 
fulfillment houses 120 the subscription information, stores the information, and organizes the 
information by household on a consumer-by-consumer basis. In other words, only upon 
receiving a consumer inquiry will the central agent 110 associate or organize subscriptions from 
the inquiring consumer's household. 

The step of reorganizing the subscription data horizontally by household will now 
be described in greater detail with reference to Figure 5. Initially, the subscription data received 
from a fulfillment house 120 must be placed into the subscription database 246 (step 510). It is 
to be understood that this operation may require a filtering or normalization of the received data 
in order to place the subscription data received from the various fulfillment houses into the same 
format. 

Once the subscription data is received, the central agent 110 begins searching 
each record in the subscription database 244 for the first record without a household ID (step 
515). As will become apparent, any record in the database 244 without a household ID is a 
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newly received record. The central agent 1 10 then proceeds to read the household information to 
identify the household (step 520). 

Once the household information of the newly received record has been read, 
central agent 1 10 proceeds to determine whether or not that same household information is 
already contained within the household database 242 (step 525). If the household information 
already exists, then a household ID has already been assigned to that household. Accordingly, 
that household ID is entered into the subscription database record (step 530). 

If the newly received household information does not match the household 
information already contained in the household database 242, then the household information is 
entered in the next available record in the household database 242, thereby assigning the next 
available household ID number (step 535). Once the appropriate household ID has been 
determined for the new subscription data (step 540), central agent 1 10 proceeds to enter the 
household ID into the subscription database (step 540). 

The central agent 1 1 0 then determines whether or not it has reached the end of the 
subscription database (step 545). If the end of the subscription database 244 has been reached, 
then the central agent 1 10 begins searching for the next record in the subscription database not 
having a household ID (step 515). 

On the other hand, if the end of the subscription database 244 has not been 
reached, then the central agent 110 continues searching the subscription database for the next 
record with matching household information (step 550). This process continues until the central 
agent 1 10 searches the entirety of the subscription database 244, assigning a household ID to 
each record. 
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It is to be understood that the present invention is not limited to the foregoing 
series of acts organizing the subscription information by household. Other series of acts may be 
used. For example, once a new record is assigned a household ID, the remaining new records 
could be searched for the same household. In one alternate embodiment, household ID's could 
be assigned to new records, one-at-a-time, as each is received by the central agent 1 10. One 
example of householding software includes that sold under the trademark DYNA WATCH® by 
DynaMark SM . 

The process of linking subscriptions and calculating and transmitting add-on 
options to the consumer 130 will now be described with reference to Figure 6a and 6b. In the 
present embodiment, the first step in allowing the consumer 132 linked subscriptions is 
excluding or preventing the consumer from linking subscriptions that do not qualify (step 605). 
For example, in the present embodiment, subscriptions having an origination date earlier than a 
specified date are not entitled to being linked. Additionally, those subscriptions made through a 
specified channel of sale (as indicated in the Subscription Database 244), such as a low quality 
PDS, do not qualify for linking. 

It is to be understood that other criteria may be used for determining whether or 
not a subscription qualifies for linking. For example, in an alternate embodiment, subscriptions 
which have been renewed through other sources more than a given number of times are not 
qualified for linking. In general, a subscription may be excluded from linking based on its time 
on file. 

For the first subscription actually linked, the central agent 110 reads the magazine 
ID and the future price from the corresponding record in the subscription database 244 (step 
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610). Central agent 1 10 then proceeds to locate the same magazine ID in the magazine database 
248 and read the corresponding half basic rate (step 615). 

The central agent 1 1 0 subtracts the half basic rate from the future price, thereby 
calculating the amount committed by the consumer in excess of the half basic rate. This result is 
5 added to a cumulative amount above half basic rate for the consumer (step 620). This 

cumulative amount above half basic rate is temporarily stored in memory in any one of the 
components of the central agent 1 10. 

The central agent 1 1 0 then determines whether there are other linked 
subscriptions (step 625). If other linked subscriptions exist, then the central agent 1 10 repeats 
f l the four mentioned steps to continue adding to the cumulative amount above half basic rate, 
m On the other hand, if there are no more linked subscriptions, then the central agent 

Lfi 1 10 presents the cumulative amount above half basic rate to the consumer 130 (step 630). This 
111 amount represents the dollar figure to be applied to receiving free ad-on subscriptions. 
-2 In order to determine what add-on subscriptions may be offered to the consumer 

B 130, the central agent determines whether or not the cumulative amount above half basic rate is 
If less than the lowest half basic rate of all potential add-ons (step 63 5). If the cumulative amount 
is less than the lowest individual half basic rate, then the central agent 110 displays the message 
indicating to the consumer 130 that she does not qualify for any add-ons (step 640). If the 
cumulative amount is not less than the lowest half basic rate, then a consumer has enough credits 
20 to be applied to potential add-ons. 

Therefore, the central agent 110 presents a list of potential add-ons to the 
consumer 130 and requests the consumer's selection (step 645). Central agent 1 10 then 
determines whether or not the half basic rate of the consumer's selection is less than the 
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cumulative amount of both half basic rate (step 650). By performing this operation, the central 
agent 1 10 is determining whether or not the consumer 130 has enough credits to receive the 
selection. If the half basic rate of the selection is not less than the consumer's cumulative amount 
above half basic, then the central agent 1 1 0 displays a message indicating the unavailability of 

5 the selection (step 655). The central agent 110 then presents the list of potential add-ons to the 
consumer 130 yet another time asking for a different selection (step 645). 

If the half basic rate of the consumer's original selection is less than the 
cumulative amount above half basic, then the consumer 130 is entitled to receive the selection. 
Thus, the central agent 1 10 temporarily stores the add-on subscription information in the add-on 

iff database 246 (step 660). The awarded add-on subscription is not stored in the subscription 

database 244 in the present embodiment because doing so would result in a duplicative entry in 

m 

J S the subscription database 244 once the new subscription data was received from the fulfillment 
|n houses 120. 

p Once the add-on subscription has been awarded, the central agent 1 1 0 subtracts 

IS the half basic rate of the selected subscription from the cumulative amount above half basic rate 
O (step 665). Having subtracted the half basic rate, the consumer's cumulative amount above half 
basic rate reflects the current amount of credit able to be applied to add-ons. Therefore, the 
central agent 1 10 continues to determine the availability of add-ons based on this updated 
cumulative amount above half basic rate (step 635). The central agent 1 10 continues to award 
20 add-on subscriptions until the consumer's cumulative above half basic rate is less than the lowest 
half basic rate of the potential add-on subscriptions. 

In an alternate embodiment, the subscription database 244 does not include a link 
field. Instead, a separate database includes the subscription data associated with each linked 
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subscription. In one embodiment, the same database includes subscription data of both linked 
subscriptions and add-on subscriptions. The central agent would sweep the contents of such 
databases and effectuate fulfillment of the relevant subscriptions. 

The billing process of the system 100 will now be described in greater detail with 
reference to Figure 7. In one embodiment this billing process is effectuated by the database 
server farm 240, search server 260 and the enterprise server 286. The initial step in the billing 
process is the search of the subscription database 244 for a record having a specified expiration 
date (step 710). The expiration date in the present embodiment is a specific date, and the billing 
is initiated a set time period away from the date the search is being run. For example, a typical 
search may involve locating the records in the subscription database 244 having an expiration 
date 45 days in the future. In an alternate embodiment, the central agent 110 searches the 
database for records having an expiration date within a certain range. Once a record having a 
specified expiration date, the database server 240 reads the magazine ID and household ID from 
the record. With this information, the central agent 110 proceeds to locate the same magazine ID 
in the magazine database 248 and reads the future price (step 715). The central agent 1 10 also 
proceeds to locate the same household ID in the household database 242 and reads the credit card 
number linked to the household's subscriptions (step 720). 

It is to be understood that since the databases in the present embodiment are 
relational, the searches of the magazine database 248 and household database 242 occur 
essentially at the same time. In alternate embodiments, however, the two searches may be 
performed in any order. Once the central agent 110 identifies the relevant future price and credit 
card number, the enterprise server 286 proceeds to bill the credit card number the future price 
(step 725). 
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The central agent 110 then updates the expiration date field in the subscription 
database 244 to equal the current expiration date plus the relevant magazine term (step 730). 

The central agent 110 then determines whether the search has reached the end of 
the subscription database (step 735). If the end of the database has not been reached, then the 
central agent 110 continues to search the subscription database 244 for the next record having the 
specified expiration data (step 710). As such, the billing process repeats until the end of the 
subscription database 244 is reached. Once the end of the database is reached, the central agent 
110 recognizes that the billing procedure has ended (step 740). 

As with the other processes described herein, it is to be understood that alterations 
may be made to the process while keeping within the scope of the present invention. For 
example, the step of updating the expiration date to equal to expiration date plus the term of the 
magazine subscription may be performed immediately after the relevant record in the 
subscription database 244 has been located. Moreover, it is within the scope of the present 
invention to provide different levels of information to the enterprise server 286. For example, in 
the present embodiment, only the information corresponding to records having the specified 
expiration date is sent via the fulfillment and merchant gateway 282 to the enterprise 286. In an 
alternate embodiment, a set of records or all records in the entire subscription database 244 may 
be transferred to the enterprise 286. In such an embodiment, the enterprise server 286 itself 
performs the search for records having the specified expiration date. 

In another alternate embodiment, an account other than a credit card account is 
charged for the subscriptions. In such an embodiment, an account identifier, instead of a credit 
card number, is stored in the household database 242 and accessed during billing. Payment may 
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be made by debiting a checking account, effectuating an electronic transfer of money, using 
digital money, and the like, and account identifier may include bank and/or account number. 

Figure 8 illustrates an alternate embodiment of the central agent 110. As shown 
in Figure 8, the central agent 805 includes Central Processing Unit (CPU) 810, Random Access 
Memory (RAM) 820, Read-Only Memory (ROM) 830, large capacity storage device 840, and 
two interface devices 860, 870. As such, the central agent 805 may take the form of any 
commercially available server. 

CPU 810 executes program code stored in one or more of RAM 820, ROM 830, 
and storage device 840 to carry out the functions and acts described above in connection with 
Figures 4-7. CPU 810 preferably comprises at least one high-speed digital data processor, such 
as those sold under the trademark INTEL PENTIUM. CPU 810 also interacts with the interface 
devices 860, 870 to communication with consumers and fulfillment houses. CPU 810 interacts 
with RAM 820, ROM 830, storage device 840 and interface device 860, 870 according to 
conventional processing and computing techniques. 

In alternate embodiments, the interface devices 860, 870 comprise data input 
devices, digital data processing terminals, voice recognition units, network interfaces, modems, 
and the like. Data received via the interface devices 860, 870 is passed to the CPU 810. The 
CPU 810, in turn, performs operations on the data and, if necessary, transfers it to the data 
storage device 840. 

Storage device 840 contains a transaction processor 840 to household database 
844, subscription database 846, magazine database 848 and add-on database 850. The 
transaction processor 842 maintains, calculates, and accesses data stored in the databases and 
generate fulfillment and billing records, as described above in connection with Figures 4-7. 
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Preferably, transaction processor 842 encrypts data before transmission according to convention 
encryption techniques. Furthermore, transaction processor 842 comprises a separate 
conventional CPU/microprocessor such as those sold under the trademark INTEL PENTIUM. In 
an alternate embodiment, transaction processor 842 comprises a portion of 810. The contents of 
5 the databases is essentially that as described above to Figures 3a-3d. 

Organizing and associating consumer's subscription by household allows for 
efficient management of a household's magazine portfolio. In one embodiment, the central agent 
1 10, via the presentation server farm 220, permits a consumer 130 to access the website, enter 
identifying consumer information, such as credit card number, name and address, household ID 
M (if previously made available), or password associated with the household (if previously made 
FU available), and make changes to household subscription data. As such, a consumer 130 can 
y] access all household subscriptions at one time based on one identification, and the consumer 130 
W can essentially simultaneously make changes to all household subscriptions. 
M Specifically, a consumer 130 enters identifying consumer information, and the 

t£ central agent 1 10 performs a search to retrieve all subscriptions associated with the consumer's 
u household. In response to prompts from the website GUI, the consumer 130 makes any number 
of changes including: changing credit card numbers; canceling a subscription, add new 
subscriptions, change address across all subscriptions, and the like. For example, when the 
consumer 130 wishes to change her address, she simply enters the new address. The central 
20 agent 1 1 0 updates the address in the household database 242 (and preferably in each subscription 
record) and communicates the new address to all relevant fulfillment houses 120. 

One embodiment according to the present invention includes an added level of 
security to ensure that no consumer can access or alter another consumer's subscription. In such 
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an embodiment, the central agent receives a consumer's selection for linked accounts and add- 
ons as described above. However, prior to effectuating the linking of subscriptions, the central 
agent generates a password associated with the consumer. The password is then mailed to the 
consumer at the address specified by subscription data. The consumer must then visit the web 
site and use the password to confirm and effectuate the linking of subscriptions. Additionally, 
the password is necessary for effectuating certain consumer service operations, such as 
cancellation of a subscription. Although not necessary to the implementation of the present 
invention, such security measures helps prevent fraud and ensures a pleasant consumer 
experience. It also to be understood that use of the password is but one of many known security 
measures that may be implemented in accord with present invention. 

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various modifications and 
variations can be made in the system and processes of the present invention without departing 
from the spirit or scope of the invention. Thus, it is intended that the present invention cover the 
modifications and variations of this invention provided they come within the scope of the 
appended claims and their equivalents. In this context, equivalents means each and every 
implementation for carrying out the functions recited in the claims, even if not explicitly 
described herein. 
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